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. · . . The main features of Aristotle's ethics should become clear: 1) his preference for 
inteliectual excellence as more ultimate than moral excellence, and 2) his particular de­
sc�iption of moral excellence as the habit of choosing the correct mean path bet\veen tenden -
cies toward extremes. The human psyche is aware of things which it needs on several 
levels simultaneously, All of the objects pursued by all of the functions of the psyches are 
genuine goods - - Forms or combinations of Forms. Unfortunately, however, repeated sat­
isfaction of any particular desire always has the effect of making that desire grow, and up­
setting its balance with the opposite desire. This imbalance in turn leads to failure and 
pain. Man needs his intelligence, then, to infer from his past experiences which of his 
tendencies are inefficient and which of his weaker drives must be strengthened. If he is not 
the philosophiq type himself, he may borrow intelligence from his elders or from the laws 
of a well-ordered state, 12 Aristotle assumes that a case can be made for the supremacy 
of the life of action which is not dependent on the man's own intellectual activities for its 
success. Nevertheless, since intelligence - -somebody's intelligence- - is the key to man's 
natural fulfillments, it is hardly surprising that Aristotle decides, after careful consider­
ation, that that man is happiest who spends a large part of his time in this crucial and most 
typical activity - - rational investigation. Furthermore, intelligent activity for Aristotle, 
as for most Greeks, meant uncovering causes, and, as for Plato, for Aristotle this meant 
discovering the Forms which are striven for. Ultimately this meant the investigation of 
how things are caused at all, that is, how all Forms cause motions by being goods striven 
for -- hov.,r some particular Forms are more powerful, therefore better, than others, vvith 
one ultimately good Form which causes motion everywhere. Intelligence, then, should 
eventually take a man beyond any immediate training of his appetites to a contemplation of 
exqellence and beauty in the universe as a whole. Since the good life, even for the unthink­
ing, is based on this vision, then this contemplation is obviously not unnatural for man, as 
it might be for a tree or a cat; 13 thus the peculiar pleasure of contemplation, although open 
only to a few, is nevertheless the highest kind of human success, Aristotle decides. 
The more closely one reads Aristotle, the more difficult it is to find judgments 
which are truly independent of, and contrary to Plato's, In Aristotle's Ethics, the role of 
intelligence, the necessity to starve some appetites and nourish others, the supremacy of 
intellectual pleasure, the dependence of human success on the discovery of the hierarchy 
of Forms revealed in nature, and the role of the wise man and the well-run state in supply­
ing the intelligence for defective men, all come directly from Plato, with surprisingly 
little change. There are only two important features which strike the reader as new de­
partures from the master: the description of the excellent act as invariably a mean between 
e�tremes, and the refusal to investigate the Form of the Good in order to find the morally 
good thing for man. Both of these departures can be traced, as we should have known, to 
the most important differences betv.,reen Plato and Aristotle in their metaphysics: for Plato, 
the Forms, be.ing separate, are sometimes striven for, sometimes not, there being that 
within us and vvithin nature which wants to strive for good, but that also which distracts us; 
·,vhile for Aristotle, the Forms being (for the most part) immanent, are always striven for, 
the only thing vvhich prevents fulfillment being the influence of yet other Forms being 
striven for at the same time. That is, for Plato, the Forms are patterns but not independ­
ent causes of actions in this world; Plato needed self-generating motion, both Form-directed 
and random, to explain the events v!ithin and around us. Aristotle, on the other hand, 
eliminated the need for self-generating .motion, by making the Forms by their nature 
causes -- invariably goods, or goals striven for - - and denying that the other element in 
the universe, the su�stratum, either hindered or distracted fulfillment of these goals, 14 
Neither psyche nor Demiurge was needed any more to bring the perfection of the Form 
patterns to the substratum. The only thing which we know about the substratum is that it 
desires Forms. The Forms are thus made true causes; but only at the cost of eliminating 
any other kinds of causes. Let us see again, more precisely than we did before, how this 
basic innovation in Aristotle's metaphysics dictates the two basic innovations in his ethics, 
9Ű
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6 
will eventually display them while the latter cause motion first of all in a separate agent. 24 
But he never for a minute contemplates the possibility that the carpenter himself creates 
the Forr.n House or the doctor the Form Health. How could he? 'These Forms presumably 
have the same kind of sequential immortality guaranteed to Cak T'ree and Man. The only 
difference is that instead of a house automatically informing a nevi piece of substratum with 
its Form, some man, presumably by seeing another house (in nature or built by another 
man), 25 becomes informed temporarily by the Form House - - that is, he is inspired by 
the 'good' of a house. But what about the more basic moral and intellectual activities of 
man, are they also, like these more trivial manual activities, called forth by Forms? That 
this is so is proved, I believe, by the assumption in the Politics that there is one best con­
stitution v1hich all men are fumbling for, in the Rhetoric that there are a fe'vv basic patterns 
for speakers, which all orators are striving toward, and in the Poetics that there is an ideal 
tragedy which all serious poets have tried to produce. This last is particularly illuminating. 
It would be ridiculous to suppose that while Plato found poetry uninspiring, Aristotle was 
utterly seduced by its charms. This simply seems monstrous in the light of all that we 
know about these two men. Yet Plato regretfully rejected tragedy from the well-run state, 
while Aristotle defended its inclusion. Their res�ective analyses of what poetry is and 
how it effects listeners are surprisingly similar . ... 6 But Aristotle thought it was urgent to 
prove that tragedy (1) was a permanent activity of all mankind, and not merely a recent 
and an Athenian occupation, 27 and (2) that men pursued it because there was a genuine 
good achieved by it.ZH Why did he feel this was necessary? Presumably in order to prove 
that tbis, like all activities, was caused by a genuine Form.29 
Our second problem was this: why is Aristotle so reticent about telling us what he 
is doing - - so reticent, indeed, that most readers quite miss the point? In the first place, 
Aristotle i,.vas an honest man. He would hardly be satisfied with an explanation of moral . 
activity which, however closely it followed from his metaphysical program, did not make· 
good sense when applied to our ordinary experiences. It is no wonder, then, that the 
great bulk of the Ethics is devoted to more or less common sense analyses of universal 
human problems. Aristotle's ethics seem more compelling to us than, say, Aquinas' or 
Spinoza's, largely because he refuses to present it as a logical deduction from his meta­
physics, but rather as an honest appraisal of what we all feel. Nevertheless, the meta­
physical foundation is never very far to seek. Secondly, the problems of moral excellence 
are as a matter of fact enormously complex, and it is just a further measure of Aristotle's 
honesty that he refused to simplify these problems very much. And third, one of the 
obvious ways for a philosopher to check and support his theory is to show how it coincides 
with what has always been thought about the subject. TI1is is particularly important for 
Aristotle, for philosophy like all other activities, must be inspired ultimately by a single 
Reality. (Is not Aristotle forever arguing that all his predecessors were groping in their 
inadequate way for a single truth, discovered at last by himself?)30 And so it is neitger 
surprising nor upset�i�g to fine}, that Aristotle clearly recalls general Greek truisms, ,jl 
the medical writers, 32 Plato, 03 and his own physics and psychology34 in the language and 
arguments he uses in discussing moral excellence as invariably a mean betweem extremes. 
We may go further: it is reasonable to suppose that Aristotle v1ould not so readily have 
found this particular solution to his metaphysical problem had there. not already been this 
habit of mind among his predecessors. But to suppose that we have adequately understood 
Aristotle's moral philosophy when we have traced it to these older features in Greek thought 
is surely a mistake . 
In Chapter three of the first book of the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle warns us that 
ethical enquiry is not a precise deductive science at all. We should be naive indeed, how­
ever, if we took this to mean that Aristotle never does as a matter of fact make observa­
tions in his ethical writings which were in the main deductions from his analysis of reality 
as a whole. The Ethics b�gins with the statement: "It is assumed that every act and every 
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